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opinion on the subject, and so to bring pressure to bear upon
Parliament to repeal the obnoxious laws. Meetings were held
all over the country; lectures were given ; leaflets and pamphlets
were distributed. Two circumstances greatly favoured the
agitation: (i) the institution of the Penny Post (1840), which
enabled them to reach the breakfast-tables of the public in a
way that would have been impossible a few years earlier ; and
(z) the new railways, which made it easy for their lecturers to
get about the country.
The two most famous apostles of the movement were Richard
Cobden and John Bright. Both were well-to-do manufacturers,
who gave up business to advance a cause which they believed
would bring prosperity to the country. Cobden's style of
speech-making was a frank, straightforward appeal to common
sense, while Bright was an impassioned orator who stirred his
audiences to indignation against the system which allowed
aristocratic landowners to enrich themselves at the expense of
the poor.
Cobden was elected to Parliament in 1841, and contrived to
keep the subject to the fore with persistent persuasiveness year
after year. Peel became convinced that the Corn Laws would
have to go, sooner or later ; but he had come into office pledged
to maintain them, and his followers regarded them as something
almost sacred. He was a shy, reticent man, always rather cold
and distant to his colleagues, so that they knew little or nothing
of his gradual change of views on the subject. Meanwhile, he
turned the matter over in his mind, quietly waiting for a suitable
opportunity—such as the General Election, which would be due
in a year or two—to declare his new conviction, and to ask the
approval of his party and the country for putting it into action.
§ 287. the repeal of the corn laws.—Then his hand was
forced by an unexpected catastrophe. In 1845 t^e potato crop
failed in Ireland. The peasantry were entirely dependent on
potatoes for food, and by the autumn of that year they were
literally starving. In most years it might have been possible to

